VlLNA

We had a very hot action yesterday with Admiral
Tchitchakof and Wittgenstein. We beat the former, who
attacked us along the right bank on the Borisof road, and
checked the latter, who was trying to seize the bridges over
the Beresina. We took 6,000 prisoners: but we are much
distressed at the loss of a brigade 3,000 strong under
General Partouneaux, which took the wrong road, lost its
way, and has apparently been captured. We have had no
news of it for two days. The Duke of Reggio and a number
of generals have been wounded.

The army is strong in numbers, but terribly disorganised.
It would take a fortnight to reconstitute the regiments, and
where is a fortnight to come from? The disorganisation is
due to cold and privations. We shall soon be at Vilna: shall
we be able to hold out there? Yes, if we can do so for a week;
but if we are attacked during the first week, it is doubtful
whether we could stay there. Food, food, food! Without it,
there is no limit to the horrors this undisciplined mass of
men may bring upon the town. Perhaps the army will not
rally until it is behind the Niemen. Things being in this
pass, I may think it necessary for France, the Empire, and
even the army, that I should be in Paris. Give me your
advice.

There must have been a number of messengers captured.
If you haven't had news of me since the nth, write to
Paris.

I am particularly anxious that there should be no foreign
agents at Vilna. The army is not for exhibition purposes at
the moment. Get rid of any who are there: for instance,
you might tell them that you are going, and that I am going,
to Warsaw, and direct them to follow us there, naming a
day for their departure.

[CORRESP., xxiv, 19362. On November 26-9, Napoleon crossed the
Beresina by extemporised bridges (the bridge on the Borisof road
having been destroyed), but at the cost of some 30,000 men, largely-
wounded and stragglers. On December 5 he left the remnant of his
army behind, and returned post-haste to Paris, which he reached on
the 18th.]

319